Design Preferences and Consumer's Selection Principles  by Awang, Mohammad et al.
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  35 ( 2012 )  539 – 545 
1877-0428 © 2012 Published by Elsevier B.V. Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Centre for Environment-Behaviour Studies(cE-Bs), 
Faculty of Architecture, Planning & Surveying, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Malaysia
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.02.120 
 
AicE-Bs 2011 Famagusta 
Asia Pacific International Conference on Environment-Behaviour Studies, Salamis Bay 
Conti Resort Hotel, Famagusta, North Cyprus, 7-9 December 2011 
Design Preferences and Consumer’s Selection Principles 
 Mohammad Awanga, Seyed Hassan Khalifeh Soltanib* & Hamid Sadra Hajabbasic 
aFaculty of Architecture Planning and Surveying, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Shah Alam, Malaysia 
bCentre for Environment-Behavior Studies (cE-Bs), Faculty of Architecture Planning and Surveying, Universiti Teknologi MARA, 
Shah Alam, Malaysia 
cADTP Department, Sunway University, Malaysia 
 
Abstract 
This study describes research into Malaysian household furniture. The principal purpose of this study was to explore 
the design criteria employed by designers, design managers, professionals and the selection principles used by urban 
consumers residing in different regions of Malaysia. In pursuing this research, several target groups were surveyed 
and interviewed (survey questionnaires and interview methods). The target groups were consumers, designers, 
manufacturers, retailers and renowned individuals and agencies. The objectives of this research were as following; 
identifying the consumer’s needs and want that lead to their selection principles. Secondly to isolate the designers 
constraints and criteria (design criteria and styles) and finally to find the importance of the design and product values, 
design dimensions and attributes that can be favorably accepted in the consumers life-style and environment. 
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1. Introduction  
Over the last two decades, Malaysia has made much economic, social and educational development. 
The government of Malaysia has formulated the Sixth Malaysia Plan (1991: p. 5) to develop the country 
into a fully industrialised country by the year 2020. The move toward industrialisation and modernisation 
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taking place in Malaysia has concerned the author. This move is aimed at providing an opportunity for the 
Malaysian public to become a progressive society orientated toward modern science and technology. 
According to the Sixth Malaysian Plan, the move should be simultaneously imbued with positive social 
and spiritual values, and an increased sense of national pride and consciousness introduce the paper. Here, 
follows further instructions for authors. These things need to be carried through to the next generation, 
and this research project is designed to enable that to happen. 
Subsequently, as quoted from the Sixth Malaysia Plan (1991: p. 45), the government of Malaysia has 
encouraged the local manufacturers to produce products that are designed with some added values. 
According to the Plan, products of Malaysia should imbue some (if not all) of her own ‘tastes and 
preferences’ in order to stay abreast with other producing nations that produce successful products, But 
the questions here were that “what are the Malaysian tastes and preferences? Are there any moves taken 
so far to ensure that what happens is according to what is planned?” Industrialisation will lead to a change 
in markets and values, so it is important to find out whether these changes have altered the minds of 
consumers in the perception of designers, manufacturers or distributors on local values and attributes, Are 
there any traditional values left? 
Bayur (1988) pointed out ways in which the process of modernisation through technology could be 
achieved without affecting certain preserved identities, inherited cultures, etc. Malaysia is still in its 
infancy and has a unique cultural, religious and social complexity. It is very important that its growth is 
delicately handled and nurtured; Malaysia's individuality is seen as being very vulnerable to external 
influences. The elements of Malaysian identity in design are still blurred and almost nil. Particularly, 
Malaysian design elements have never been defined or established. It is felt that this might be the 
responsibility of the author. Through this study, it is hoped that the criteria of design and the identity of 
local products, particularly household furniture products could be identified and established. It is hoped 
that the findings can be used as a guide or a reference for future undertakings of the Malaysian 
consumers, designers, manufacturers and retailers; and perhaps the would-be new foreign investors. 
It could be of considerable help if designers attained the fullest possible understanding of the needs 
and wants of the local consumers, their life-styles and custom. Activities remain to be focused for local 
settings and decided by the local users themselves, if the products are meant for them (Vernon, 1962). 
This study covers new ground in research by looking at the characteristics of household products that 
are used by the urban Malaysian consumers. The study asks whether or not the products reached the end-
users, answered the user’s needs and aspirations. It also seeks to discover whether or not the consumers 
look for a particular preferred style and design when choosing household products. This study would also 
investigate the ways in which design could help Malaysians retain aspects of their culture and not lose it 
toward modernization. The study has been carried out because answers to these questions have not been 
found.  
2. Purpose and objectives of the Research 
The principal purpose of this research is to identify the design criteria and preferences of the design 
managers and the design professionals, and the product selection principles applied by urban Malaysian 
consumers especially in selecting household furniture products (HFPs) for their use. To achieve this 
purpose, the Klang Valley, Malaysia, was selected for the study. It was selected as representing urban 
Malaysian societies for its standing and status as the most densely populated area in Malaysia. It is also 
known as the ‘heart of Malaysia’. Consumers, design professionals, manufacturers and retailers who are 
residing and practicing in the Klang Valley were the main target groups. These groups were important for 
the research so as to ascertain and corroborate the intertwined responsibilities of each of these groups 
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from one to another that could be used to establish the selection principles of consumers, and the design 
criteria and preferences among the design professionals. 
This study was to isolate local demands; tastes and preferences related to mass household furniture 
products and their place in Malaysian culture. Finally, the ultimate intention of this research was to 
increase understanding of HFPs design by contributing to national guidelines for household furniture 
design. The findings are expected to play a significant role in determining and preserving a national 
furniture product design identity, and making a positive contribution to Malaysia's success in global 
markets. It involved identifying and revealing a unique pattern of selection principles applied by 
consumers, and the criteria and preferences of the design managers and design professionals practicing in 
Malaysia. 
This study was hoped to establish and to open-up the horizon and perspectives in the aspects of trends 
in consumer’s selection principles and preferences. The results from this study were intended to reveal 
foreground patterns or references to be used as a guide by professionals and government agencies. It is 
hoped these could be used as one of the guides and references for policy making, strategies and emphasis 
in developing and designing furniture products (FPs), particularly household furniture products (HFPs) 
for the country and as well as for future business Endeavour. 
The objectives of this research were in three folds: 
x To identify the household furniture design criteria and preferences of design managers and design 
professionals, and the product selection principles applied by Malaysian urban consumers. 
x To develop a taxonomy of household furniture design criteria and preferences. 
x To establish design criteria and preferences for interpreting the relationship between modern 
x Household furniture products and their place in culture. 
This study was concerned with design criteria and preferences among design managers and 
professionals with emphasis on household furniture products (HFPs). It is the intention of the author to 
define the importance of design elements and their attributes. The author believes that structural and 
visual attributes of design should always be harmonized with one another. According to Thiel (1980:), the 
process of visual design and structural design, in most cases, serves the requirement of a given objective 
(purpose) in a given situation (the context), where physical substances (the materials) are formed into 
components (elements) and interrelated (system of organization) in accordance with their properties 
(attributes). Table 1 below describes these attributes. 
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Table 1. Structural and Visual Attributes of Design. Source: Modified from Phillip Thiel (1980) “Visual Awareness and Design: An 
introductory program in conceptual Awareness, perceptual sensitivity, and basic design skills”, University of Washington Press, 
Seattle, p. 12. 
 
 
It is always seen that the design criteria to uphold design attributes for satisfying consumers in one 
way or another. According to Baynes (1967), as early as 1907, Walter Gropius formed a group of German 
architects, designers, manufacturers and merchants known as ‘Werkbund’ - with the objective of raising 
the technical, functional and aesthetic quality of products for consumers. According to Feer (1980), for all 
products which are meant to be sold and used, the designers must familiarize themselves with marketing 
requirements and proficiency in anticipating buyer’s needs and design trends. In Feer's (1980) lists of 
design criteria that lead to the factors that make good design, many factors were mainly emphasized and 
centralized on the importance of design or products to users and buyers. Table 2 below describes design 
criteria. 
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Table 2. The Importance of Design/Product to Users/Buyers. Source: Lawrence P. Feer (1980), ‘Design Analysis and Evaluation’, 
Syracuse University Press. 
 
 
3. Methodology  
Considering the various available procedures of research methods, their advantages and disadvantages; 
it was decided to study both quantitative and qualitative methods. The major task employed for this 
research was the quantitative method through questionnaire surveys, while the qualitative method was 
carried out through semi-structured interviews used to support the surveys. These methods were chosen 
and used to complement one another.  
The decision to carry out a survey questionnaire and semi-structured interview approach was inspired 
by the urge to go deeper into understanding such aspects as the needs, preferences, aspirations, and 
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opinions; the limitations and constraints; the frustrations and sorrows; and any hidden meanings that the 
selected target groups wished to express and reveal. The author believed that the validity of responses was 
critical to this research. It was hoped that combining these two types of methodologies would enable the 
identification of prominent characteristics, views and opinions, and thereby lead to a more definite and 
stronger theoretical background for this research, where consumers’ needs and preferences were 
paramount and should be consistent with the design criteria and preferences of designers, manufacturers, 
retailers, etc. 
This research began with an inquisitive mind on ‘why people buy things’ which later proved to be 
rather interestingly difficult and complicated. This research then followed with a groundwork study in 
Malaysia that included visits to various government departments/organizations and private institutions 
engaged in furniture research and development. The government organizations approached was the 
Ministry of International Trade and Industries (Mi ti), Malaysian Timber Industry Board (MTIB), 
National Archives and National Museum of Malaysia. At the outset, this research was inclined towards 
investigating a cross-section of the present population in Malaysia; searching for some basis for the 
selection principles and preferences among the urban consumers towards purchasing household products 
for their use. The location for this study is specifically centred on five major Malaysian towns, situated in 
the Klang Valley, namely Kuala Lumpur City or the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur (the capital of 
Malaysia), Petaling Jaya, Subang Jaya, Shah Alam and the Klang town itself. They are located in the state 
of Selangor in three different districts: the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur, the Petaling District and 
the Klang district. 
4. Results and Discussions 
Results of the data from various groups of respondents (the designers, manufacturers and the retailers 
groups) were obtained and analyzed. From the analyses, the overall findings are found to be in various 
perspectives and visions of the respondents. The findings from the designers group were that they 
regarded Living Room Seating Systems was the most important HFP among other HFPs. In contrast, the 
manufacturers and the retailers groups regarded Dining Tables and Chairs as the best and appropriate 
HFP in portraying users traditional values, life-style and culture. The outcome from the analysis of the 
composite variables, the criteria, the preferences, the strategies and opinions of the respondents varied 
from one respondent to another and from one group to another. Well Made and Long-term 
Ownership/Usage were regarded as extremely important by designers group. They rated Reputation and 
Function as second in their criteria list as between important and very important. They then rated 
Appropriate Upholstery, Form and Appearance and Suits Users Life-Style as their third criteria with the 
ratings between quite important and important. Similarly with the manufacturers and the retailers groups 
where their responses varied from the designers and consumers groups. The manufacturers’ criteria and 
the strategies revealed that they were more concerned about aspects such as ‘Reputation’, ‘In-built 
Quality vs. Surface Decoration’, ‘Physical Characteristics’, Value for Money’, ‘Malaysian Decorative 
Style and Image Projected (marketing factor) consecutively. The retailers’ criteria and preferences 
revealed that they were more concerned about aspects such as ‘Suitability to Consumer’s Life-style’, 
‘Quality for Long-Term ownership’, ‘Functional (practicality - utilitarian)’, ‘Size and Weight’, 
‘Malaysian Decorative Style’, and ‘Foreign Origin’. According to the findings, design activities should 
be concerned with making things that people want.. The creation of successful products is important to all 
of us, whether as designers, manufacturers, retailers or users. The overall findings from the study revealed 
that whether this importance is ultimately favorable or unfavorable to a consumer’s life depends very 
much on the quality and suitability of the products themselves. Lastly, but not least, manufacturers should 
help designers in fabricating newly envisaged products for experiment, examination, proof, analysis, etc. 
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